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Family Characteristics, Public Program
Participation, & Civic Engagement
RICHARD K. CAPUTO
Wurzweiler School of Social Work
Yeshiva University-Wilf Campus
This study tested for differences on the type and extent of civic en-
gagement between use ofvisible programs such as Food Stamps and
Medicaid and less visible programs such as the Earned Income Tax
Credit while accountingforfamily and sociodemographic character-
istics. Policy feedback theory guided the study which used data from
the 1979 cohort of the National Longitudinal Surveys. Challeng-
ing prior research, means-tested Food Stamps, Medicaid, or EITC
program participants were as likely as non-participants to devote
time to activities aimed at changing social conditions. What social
service agencies can do to enhance civic engagement is discussed.
Key words: activism, families, policy feedback theory, hidden/vis-
ible policies, voluntarism
Civic engagement is readily acknowledged as a long-
standing main feature of American democracy (Hollinger,
2008; Skocpol, 1999b; Tocqueville, 1835-1840/1969) and social
service agencies often rely on volunteers to reach at-risk indi-
viduals and families (e.g., Mndez-Negrete, Saldafia, & Vega,
2006; Paris, Gemborys, Kaufman, & Whitehill, 2007). About
one-fourth of the adult population of the U.S. engages in some
form of civic activity at any one time over a twelve month
period (U.S. Department of Labor, 2008). Putnam's (1995a,
1995b, 2000) documentation of the erosion of civic participa-
tion in American life in the latter part of the twentieth century,
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however, set off academic and popular debates suggesting
transformations in civic life (Skocpol & Fiorina, 1999; Skocpol,
1999a). Relying on policy feedback theory, this study contrib-
utes to related discussions by examining how civic engage-
ment broadly construed varies by family characteristics and
public program participation.
Families play an important part in the transmission of
civic-mindedness: horizontally through interactions with other
adults in community and church-related activities which rein-
force and help spread civic culture and vertically as parents
socialize their children (Caputo, 2009; Kelly, 2006). The modal
volunteer is the married parent, especially with school-age
children living in the household (Hodgkinson, Gorski, Noga,
& Knauft, 1995, as reported in Musick, Wilson, & Bynum, 2000;
Also, see Smith, 1994). The role of public program participa-
tion in civic engagement, however, is less clear-cut (Sleeper,
2007).
As Mettler (2002) has indicated, policy feedback analysis is
part of a larger body of literature that views public policy as an
independent variable with consequences for politics (e.g., see
Schrad, 2007; Wood, 2006). Pierson (1993) for example, noted
that much of policy feedback analysis focused primarily on or-
ganized interests or political elites and called for more attention
to "mass publics" or citizens or social movements in general.
Mettler (2002) extended policy feedback theory to specify how
the form of policy (payments, goods or services) affects one's
capacity for civic participation, while features of policy design
(administrative rules, procedure, eligibility criteria, coverage)
affect how people interpret their roles as citizens. Specifically,
Mettler (2002; 2007) demonstrated that contrary to common per-
ceptions, participation in broad-based government programs
such as the G.I. Bill of Rights increased the prospects of becom-
ing more involved with civic life. Campbell (2002) showed that
contrary to the positive relationship between income and civic
engagement, lower income senior citizens on Social Security
were more likely to participate in age-related civic activities
than were more affluent Social Security recipients. In addition
to family characteristics, whether and how participation with
other types of government programs is associated with civic
engagement in general was a focus of this study.
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The paper proceeds with a literature review highlight-
ing the extent of civic engagement in the U.S., summarizing
sociodemographic factors such as marital status, presence of
children, race/ethnicity, and economic status reported to be
correlated with civic engagement, and discussing policy feed-
back effects on civic engagement. The main study questions,
methods, findings, and implications for public and private ini-
tiatives to increase civic engagement follow.
Literature Review
In every year since 2000 more than one-fourth of the adult
population in the U.S. engaged in civic life broadly defined
as volunteering or attending public meetings, reaching annual
peaks of 28.8 percent in 2003-2005, before falling slightly to 26.7
percent in 2006 and to 26.2 percent in 2007 (U.S. Department of
Labor, 2008; Corporation for National and Community Service,
2007). In 2007, percentages of civic engagement were highest
for those 35-44 years of age (30.5%) and lowest for those 16-24
years of age (20.8%), although median hours increased with
age, ranging from a low of 36 for those 25-34 years of age to
a high of 96 for those 65+ years of age. Percentages of vol-
unteering were also higher for women (29.3%) than for men
(22.9%), although the median average for both was 52 hours.
Snyder and Omoto (2008) contended that voluntarism remains
a significant form of social action for individuals, communi-
ties, and social movements to frame social issues with policy
implications.
Family and Sociodemographic Characteristics Associated with Civic
Engagement
Married persons were found to volunteer more than unmar-
ried, due primarily to increased opportunities to do so arising
from their children's school among other venues (Uslaner,
2002). As noted above, the modal volunteer was found to be the
married parent with children, especially of school-age, living in
the household (Hodgkinson et al., 1995, as reported in Musick,
Wilson, & Bynum, 2000; Also, see Smith, 1994). Education and
income, often used as measures of human capital and histori-
cally of social status, were also found most consistently to be
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positively related to volunteering (Caputo, 1997; Lazerwitz,
1962; Uslaner, 2002). Women volunteered more than men, es-
pecially in religious organizations, and homemakers more so
than employed women (Uslaner, 2002).
The increased political participation of faith-based organi-
zations in the U.S., with the rise of the Moral Majority since
the 1980s through the presidential campaign of 2008 (The
Pew Forum, 2007), suggested that activism and volunteering
may have become more outwardly directed than the inward
turn reported by Putnam (2000, pp. 65-79) and others (e.g.,
Hodgkinson et al., 1995; Wuthnow, 1999; Green, 2004; Taylor,
2007). As Cavendish (2000) noted, the extra-religious, social
action functions of black churches, both Protestant and Catholic,
are deeply ingrained. Furthermore as Verba, Scholzman, Brady,
and Nie (1993), Harris (1994), and Verba, Scholzman, and
Brady (1995) have demonstrated, and as Caputo (2005) noted,
in light of the elevation of social issues in political affairs in
general and presidential politics in particular over the past two
decades, congregants or parishioners of all racial and ethnic
stripes are likely to participate in such civic activities.
Several studies differentiated voluntary activity by type,
clearly demarcating activists or those seeking to change
social conditions. Relying on the mature women's cohort of
the National Longitudinal Surveys (NLS), Caputo (1997), for
example, reported that 37 percent of female volunteers devoted
time to changing social conditions, and that nearly 26 percent of
activists also did other volunteer work. Being white decreased
the odds of female volunteers also being activists (conversely,
being black increased such odds), while education was posi-
tively related to the likelihood of female volunteers also being
activists. Relying on the 1997 cohort of the NLS, Caputo (2009)
showed that education, presence of children, race/ethnicity
(being white vs. Hispanic), and parental voluntarism were
robust predictors of voluntary activist civic engagement, while
education and presence of children were positively related to
voluntary non-activist civic engagement.
Public Policy Effects on Civic Engagement
Mead (1986) and Piven and Cloward (1971) contended
that means-tested welfare programs, which target narrow
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segments of the population based on low income, are associat-
ed with less civic engagement. Soss (1999) reaffirmed this con-
tention in a qualitative study of twenty-five welfare clients and
twenty-five Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) recipi-
ents in a mid-western city: program participation was identi-
fied as the main mechanism conducive to civic quietism in the
welfare clients. Supplemental findings based on data from the
1992 National Elections Studies (NES) also showed that welfare
recipients (n=82) were less likely to vote than SSDI recipients
(n=101) when controlling for sociodemographic characteristics
such as age, education, income, race, sex, and urban residence
(Soss, 1999). Less information was found in regard to social
provisions that target broader segments of the population.
Mettler (2002; 2007) elevated the theoretical contribution
about policy effects in a study of the Services Readjustment Act
of 1944, better known as the G.I. Bill of Rights, which extend-
ed numerous social benefits, including higher education and
vocational training, to World War II veterans. Drawing on the
theoretical works of Pierson (1993) and Verba, Schlozman, and
Brady (1995), Mettler (2002) raised the issue of whether partici-
pants in less visible forms of social welfare state provisioning
such as home mortgage interest deductions, child care deduc-
tions, and other "tax expenditures" like the Earned Income
Tax Credit (EITC) experienced these "hand-outs for what they
are: generous forms of social provision" (p. 648). The hidden
nature of government's role in promoting opportunity, Mettler
speculated, might reduce the means of conveying to citizens
a sense of public life and common bonds to one another as
citizens. Mettler called for more research beyond the highly
visible G.I. Bill to determine if there were any empirical bases
for such a speculation.
Whether highly or less visible from a governmental ac-
counting perspective (public outlay vs. tax expenditure), less
visible non-means-tested programs such as mortgage tax de-
ductions may be associated with higher levels of civic par-
ticipation in general and/or a different type of civic engage-
ment (non-activist voluntary vs. activist) than participation in
highly visible means-tested programs such as Food Stamps. It
is the contention here that even more popular and widely used
means-tested programs, whether visible such as Food Stamps
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or less visible such as EITC (whose eligibility criteria exceed
that of the poverty line so that millions of near-poor working
families can take advantage of the program), nonetheless fail
to convey a positive sense of government "generosity." In
effect, they more closely resemble less popular anti-poverty
programs such as Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(Gilens, 1999; Ketsche, Adams, Minyard, & Kellenberg, 2007)
and if so, they are more likely to have negative spillover effects
in regard to civic engagement (Mead, 1986; Piven & Cloward,
1971; Soss, 1999). The present study was in part designed ac-
cordingly to test for differences on the type and extent of civic
engagement between participation in visible programs such as
Food Stamps and Medicaid, both of which are means-tested,
and less visible programs that go through the tax codes, such
as the means-tested EITC and the non-means-tested home
mortgage deduction, when also accounting for family and
other sociodemographic characteristics.
Research questions guiding this study included whether
family characteristics such as being married and presence of
children corroborated findings of previous studies in regard
to the type and extent of civic engagement and whether par-
ticipation in more visible public programs was associated with
higher levels of civic engagement in general or a specific type
of civic engagement than participation in less visible public
programs. Specifically, this study addressed the following five
hypotheses:
Hi:Marriageincreasesthelikelihoodofcivicengagement,
particularly among non-activist volunteers.
H2: The presence of children increases the likelihood of
civic engagement regardless of type.
H3: Contrary to Mettler (2002) and consistent with Mead
(1986) and Piven and Cloward (1971), participation in
visible means-tested programs such as Food Stamps and
Medicaid will be inversely related to civic engagement
regardless of type.
H4: Contrary to Mettler (2002), participation in "less
visible" (tax expenditure) non-means-tested home
mortgage interest deductions will be positively related
civic engagement regardless of type.
H5 : Consistent with Mettler (2002) and with Mead
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(1986) and Piven and Cloward (1971), participation
in the "less visible" (tax expenditure) means-tested
Earned Income Tax Credit program will be inversely
related civic engagement regardless of type.
In addition, effects of family characteristics and public
program participation on time devoted to civic engagement
(TCE) among those reporting that they had engaged in civic
activity were examined. Results were meant to inform program
and policy considerations for increasing civic engagement or
enhancing the spirit of voluntarism in the U.S.
Method
Data were obtained from the National Longitudinal Survey
of Youth 1979 (NLSY79), a nationally representative sample
of 12,686 young men and women who were 14-22 years old
in Round 1 when first surveyed in 1979 (Center for Human
Resource Research, 2006). Data were collected yearly from
1979 through 1994 and biennially from 1996 to the present. In
Round 22 in 2006, the most recent year of available data at the
time of this study, there were 7,654 respondents, an overall un-
weighted retention rate of 60.3 percent and a Round 1 weighted
retention rate of 70.7 percent. Using plus or minus 10 percent
as a threshold, the Round 1 weighted retention rate was found
roughly consistent by ethnicity/race and sex. Black females
had the highest weighted retention rate of 81.2 percent, while
white and other males had the lowest, 65.9 percent and 63.3
percent respectively.
The study sample comprised 4,606 individuals about
whom all relevant information was available, comprising 61.6
percent of the Round 22 weighted population sample in survey
year 2006. Again using plus or minus 10 percent as a threshold,
the proportions of those in the Round 22 survey sample and
those eligible for the study sample were reasonably similar by
ethnicity/race and sex. White females had the highest propor-
tion of Round 22 participants who were in the study sample
(66.0%) and black males had the least (49.5%). Invariably, the
representativeness of the study sample was somewhat com-
promised due to missing values. This limitation was kept in
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mind when presenting results and in the discussion.
Civic engagement. Civic engagement status (CES), the
nominal-level dependent measure of the study, was obtained
from two mutually exclusive "yes-no" survey items asking
whether within the past twelve months respondents did
unpaid volunteer work and had given time to activities aimed
at changing social conditions, such as work with education-
al, environmental, tenant, consumer, women's, or minority
groups. Following Caputo (1997), for purposes of the present
study respondents were grouped into three categories, activ-
ists, non-activist volunteers, and neither activists nor non-ac-
tivist volunteers. Activists and non-activist volunteers were
construed as civically engaged, while the neither activists nor
volunteer non-activist category was deemed the non-civic
minded or civically disengaged group. In the multinomial
analysis described below, the non-civic minded group was the
referent category. It should be highlighted that this measure
of civic engagement was broader than measures of political
participation characteristic of some earlier commentaries and
studies (e.g., Galston, 2007; Harris, 1994; Verba et al., 1993) and
it may have included those whose voluntary activities were
either court-ordered or required by one's religion (Cnaan,
Handy, & Wadsworth, 1996).
Time devoted to civic engagement (TCE), the interval level
dependent measure, was determined from two survey items
asking about the number of weeks of voluntarism within the
past twelve months and the number of hours volunteered per
week. TCE was the multiple of these two items, yielding the
number of hours volunteered within the past twelve months.
Family characteristics: Marital status in survey year 2006
comprised three dummy measures: never married, married,
and separated, widowed, or divorced. Number of children in
the household in survey year 2006 was obtained from a series
of household measures asking respondents about the age of
each household member. Household members eighteen years
of age or younger were summed for each respondent, yielding
the number of such children in the household. Respondents
reporting at least one child in the household eighteen years of
age or younger and thereby signifying the presence of children
were coded 1, others were coded 0.
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Program Participation: Measures of program participation
were obtained from survey items asked of respondents about
whether they, their spouses, or, when appropriate, their chil-
dren, had been recipients of Food Stamps or of Medicaid, filed
for the earned income tax credit (EITC), or owned their own
homes. Items regarding Food Stamps were asked in every
survey year; Medicaid-related questions were begun in 1989;
EITC-related questions were begun in survey year 2000; home
ownership was obtained in all but survey year 2006. In any
given survey year respondents were coded as Medicaid recipi-
ents if they reported that their health/hospitalization coverage
plan was Medicaid, or if their spouses' coverage was, or if any
of their children's coverage was. The years respondents report-
ed that they participated in each program were summed sepa-
rately, yielding the number of years they participated in Food
Stamps, in Medicaid, in EITC, and in home ownership respec-
tively. Separate measures were created for "ever received Food
Stamps" (coded 1 = yes, 0 = no), "ever covered by Medicaid,"
"ever filed for the EITC," and "ever owned a home."
It should be noted that homeownership was used as a
proxy for participation in mortgage tax deductions under the
assumption that most homeowners take advantage of related
tax breaks by declaring such deductions on their Federal
income tax forms at some point over their life course. This as-
sumption was deemed reasonable in light of Dietz (2008), who
posits that as renters become homeowners over time, most ho-
meowners with mortgages file for deductions (about 94%), and
homeowners who have no mortgage deductions at any given
point of time (about 32%) in all likelihood previously had them
and itemized them at some point in their lifecycle, especially
when raising families. Inclusion of this measure was deemed
important to test Mettler's (2002) contention that less visible
public benefits delivered via tax exemptions vis-A-vis direct
expenditures are likely to reduce civic engagement. Direct
evidence showing a positive causal relationship between hom-
eownership and citizenship (DiPasquale, 1999) supported this
contention. However, given that the tax benefits of homeown-
ership were found to favor upper income individuals and their
families (Prante, 2006) and to vary regionally across the U.S.
(Brady, Cronin, & Houser, 2001), it was deemed necessary to
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control for a variety of background and socioeconomic charac-
teristics as delineated below.
Background and sociodemographic characteristics. Given that
prior civic engagement and parental civic engagement were
found to influence later adult civic engagement (Caputo,
in press; Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995) and following
Mettler (2002), three family background measures obtained in
Round 1 of the NLSY79 were used as proxies for these mea-
sures: parents' level of education, family structure, and the
family's standard of living. Parents' level of education was a
nominal level measure of the father's highest grade completed
if available or otherwise of the mother in 1979. It comprised
the mutually exclusive categories of "less than high school,"
"high school graduate," "some college," and "college gradu-
ate." Family structure in 1979 was obtained from a survey item
asking respondents with whom they lived at the age of 14.
Respondents were classified as those living with their mother
and father (intact family), with two other adults (two-parent,
non-intact family), a single parent, or other. Dummy measures
were created for each of the four family types. In the multino-
mial logistic regression analysis described below, intact fami-
lies were compared to all others to allow for sufficient separa-
tion of the data. Family's standard of living or poverty status
in 1979 comprised three dummy measures: poor (a the official
Federal poverty level of a given family size), near poor (> poor
& < twice the official Federal poverty level), and affluent (>
twice the official Federal poverty level).
The remaining background measures included respon-
dent's age, ethnicity/race, region of residence, sex, socioeco-
nomic status, work effort, urban residence. Age was at the time
of the survey in 2006 and coded such that 1 < 45 years of age
and 0 = 46 years of age and older. Ethnicity/race comprised
dummy measures for non-Hispanic blacks, Hispanics, and
non-Hispanic others who were overwhelmingly white but also
included small percentages of Asians and Native Americans
and who served as the reference category in the multivariate
analysis described below. Region of residence in 2006 com-
prised dummy measures for Northeast, North Central, South
(the reference category), and West. Sex was coded 1 = female,
0 = male. Socioeconomic statutes in 2006 comprised three
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dummy measures: poor (sa the official Federal poverty level
of a given family size), near poor (> poor & < twice the official
Federal poverty level), and affluent (> twice the official Federal
poverty level), which served as the reference category.
Work effort was obtained from a survey item about the
number of weeks worked in the preceding calendar year and
comprised three dummy measures: full time workers were
those reporting that they worked 50-52 weeks; part-time
workers, 1-49 weeks; and non-workers, 0 weeks. The reference
category was full-time workers. Urban residence in 2006 was
coded 1 = yes, 0 = no.
Procedures
Multinomial logistic regression analysis was used to deter-
mine the effects of family characteristics and public program
participation on civic engagement status (CES): activists,
non-activist volunteers, or neither. As noted previously, the
neither category was deemed as the non-civic minded group
and served as the referent category. Measures were grouped in
four categories: parental civic-engagement, background proxy
measures (parents' level of education, family structure, and
the family's standard of living), family characteristic measures
(marital status and presence of children under the age of 18),
program participation measures (ever separately participated
in Food Stamps, Medicaid, the Earned Income Tax Credit, and
home ownership), and background and control measures (age,
ethnicity/race, region of residence, sex, socioeconomic status,
work effort, and urban residence). All measures were force
entered into the multinomial model in that order.
Multiple regression analysis was used to determine the
effects of family characteristics and public program participa-
tion on time devoted to civic engagement (TCE), that is, the
number of hours volunteered within the past twelve months.
Measures were entered hierarchically, creating four Models,
the last three of which had the same measures as those used
in the multinomial regression analysis described above and
the first, which also included CES, thereby controlling for type
of civic engagement, that is, activist or non-activist volunteer.
Standardized Beta's (13) were reported.
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Results
Descriptive Statistics and Zero-order Correlations
Nearly one-fourth (24.5%) of the study sample were non-
activist volunteers; 1.8 percent were activists; and 73.7%
were neither or civically disengaged. Civically engaged sub-
jects, that is, non-activist volunteers and activists, devoted an
average of 116.6 hours to volunteer activities over the preced-
ing twelve months, with a median of 36 hours. Non-activist
volunteers spent 120 hours volunteering over the preceding
twelve months compared to 58.4 for activists (t = 4.43, p <.001).
As can be seen in Table 1, all but three measures-age of re-
spondent, work effort and urban residence-were related to
the main dependent study measure, civic engagement status
(CES), to a statistically significant degree. Most of the largest
differences in characteristics were concentrated in the non-ac-
tivist volunteer and neither (i.e., the civically disengaged) cat-
egories, while among activists they were remarkably similar.
For example, more than one-fourth of married persons (28.5%)
were non-activist volunteers, nearly twice that of persons who
were separated, widowed, or divorced (17.4%) and of never-
married persons (14.4%). Percentage differences among ac-
tivists by marital status, however, were much closer: married
(1.9%), separated/widowed/divorced (1.8%) and never-
married (1.4%) persons. Such greater differences among non-
activist volunteers were found for all the statistically signifi-
cant study sample characteristics that appear in Table 1.
In separate analyses (not shown in table), a similar pattern
was found for the number of years of program participation
for each program in the study by CES. Use of the statistical
procedure ANOVA showed overall differences for the two
hidden programs, EITC participation (F = 27.73, p < .001) and
home ownership (F = 68.68, p < .001) and for the two more
visible programs, Food Stamp participation (F = 31.73, p <.001)
and Medicaid participation (F = 24.85, p < .001). Post hoc anal-
yses, however, revealed differences only between non-activ-
ist volunteers and the civically disengaged, that is, as neither
non-activist volunteers nor activists, on each of the four mea-
sures of program participation. Non-activist volunteers spent
about half as much time as civically disengaged persons
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participating in the EITC program (0.25 vs. 0.49 years, p < .05)
and in Medicaid (4.45 vs. 8.83 years). In addition, they par-
ticipated in the Food Stamps program for fewer years (1.00 vs.
1.92, p < .05) and, to a lesser extent, owned a home for fewer
years (4.76 vs. 4.86, p < .05).
Chi-square and ANOVA results partially corroborated all
five hypotheses, with the largest proportionate differences
found among non-activist volunteers by most study mea-
sures. Regarding H, and H 2, married persons were more likely
than never-married persons or separated/widowed/divorced
persons to be non-activist volunteers, as were those with chil-
dren in the household, but there were little proportionate differ-
ences on these measures among activists. Regarding H,, partic-
ipants in the visible means-tested programs Food Stamps and
Medicaid were found to be less likely than non-participants to
be non-activist volunteers, but there were little proportionate
differences on these measures among activists. Regarding H4,
a higher proportion of home owners, the "less visible" (tax ex-
penditure) non-means-tested program, was found only among
non-activist volunteers. Finally, regarding H,, a lower propor-
tion of EITC participants, the "less visible" (tax expenditure)
means-tested program, was found only among non-activist
volunteers.
The Chi-square and ANOVA correlation results suggested
that most of the robust study sample characteristics would
be found among non-activist volunteers and that few if any
robust correlates would be found among activists in the mul-
tinomial analysis presented below. That is, more robust study
sample characteristics would differentiate non-activist volun-
teers from civically disengaged persons (i.e., those who were
neither non-activist volunteers nor activists), than they would
from activists.
Multivariate statistics
Activists vs. civically disengaged. The multinomial regres-
sion analysis corroborated the zero-order correlations. As can
be seen in Table 2, only the background measures parents'
education and sex were robust correlates of activists vis-
A-vis the civically disengaged (neither activists nor volun-
tary non-activists), while the presence of children, program
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participation, parents' education, ethnicity/race, region of res-
idence, socioeconomic status, and work effort were robust cor-
relates of non-activist volunteers vis-A-vis the civically disen-
gaged. Having more educated parents increased the likelihood
of activist civic engagement vis-A-vis no civic engagement by
nearly three times for those whose parents had some college
(Odds = 2.6) or had completed college (Odds = 2.9) vis-A-vis
those with less than a high school education. Women were 1.7
times more likely than men to devote time to activities aimed
at changing social conditions vis-A-vis no civic engagement.
No measure of family characteristics or public program par-
ticipation was found to be a robust predictor of Activists.
Non-activist volunteers vs. civically disengaged. Family char-
acteristics and program participation, however, were found
to be robust predictors of non-activist volunteers vis-A-vis the
civically disengaged (neither activists nor voluntary non-activ-
ists). The presence of children 18 years of age or younger in-
creased the likelihood of non-activist volunteering by 1.7 times
vs. those in households without children of comparable age.
Ever homeowners were 1.3 times more likely than ever non-
homeowners to volunteer, while those in ever Medicaid recipi-
ent households were 1.3 times (1 /.779) less likely to do so than
those in never Medicaid recipient households.
As was the case among activists, the background measures
parents' education and sex were robust correlates of partici-
pating in non-activist volunteer activities vis-A-vis civic disen-
gagement. Those whose parents completed college were 3.2
times more likely to volunteer than those whose parents had
less than a high school education, those whose parents had
completed some college were 2.4 times more likely, and those
whose parents had completed high school were 1.5 times more
likely. Women were 1.4 times more likely than men to volun-
teer vis-A-vis civic disengagement. In a separate analysis (not
shown), a measure testing the interaction effects of sex and
presence of children was added to the multinomial regression
model and no statistically significant relationship was found
on this measure for either activist or non-activist volunteer
civic engagement.
Other background and control measures found sig-
nificant or robust predictors of non-activist volunteer civic
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engagement vis-A-vis civic disengagement included ethnic-
ity/race, region of residence, socioeconomic status, and work
effort. Compared to non-Hispanic whites, both Hispanics and
non-Hispanic blacks were approximately 1.4 times less likely
to be non-activist volunteers vis-A-vis civically disengaged
persons. Compared to those in the South, those in North Central
U.S. were 1.3 times more likely to be non-activist volunteers.
Compared to those whose income exceeded twice the poverty
line, poor persons and near-poor persons were 1.4 times less
likely to be non-activist volunteers. Finally, those with no paid
labor force attachment were 1.4 times more likely than full-
time workers to be non-activist volunteers.
The multivariate results rejected two and partially corrob-
orated three of the five hypotheses. Hi and H5 were rejected:
marital status and EITC participation failed to predict either
type of civic engagement vis-A-vis civic disengagement. H2
was partially corroborated: presence of children predicted
non-activist voluntary civic engagement, but not activist civic
engagement, vis-A-vis civic disengagement. H3 was partially
corroborated: only Medicaid participation reduced the likeli-
hood of non-activist voluntary civic engagement vis-a-vis civic
disengagement, but neither Medicaid nor Food Stamp partici-
pation had any predictive capacity for activist civic engage-
ment. Finally, H4 was partially corroborated: home ownership,
the proxy measure for participation in the "less visible" (tax
expenditure) but non-means-tested home mortgage interest
deductions, increased the likelihood of non-activist voluntary
civic engagement, but had no predictive capacity for activist
civic engagement, vis- -vis civic disengagement.
Time devoted to civic engagement (TCE). Only two measures
were found to be robust predictors of time spent volunteer-
ing among those who reported civic engagement: parents'
education and respondents' socioeconomic status in survey
year 2006 (table not shown). When controlling for all other
study measures, including civic engagement status in the Full
Model (R2 = .088), having parents who completed high school
or college was positively related to time spent volunteering
vis-A-vis having parents who did not complete high school (P
= .130 and .136 respectively, p < .05). Being near poor in 2006
was also positively related to time spent volunteering vis-A-vis
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being poor (P = .202, p < .01). These limited findings warranted
no further discussion about TCE correlates.
Discussion
The proportion of and time devoted to civic engagement
by the study sample (24.5%, a median of 36 hrs.) are slight-
ly lower than persons 45 to 54 years of age in 2007 (30.1%,
a median of 55 hrs.) reported for the country as a whole, al-
though they are consistent with the range of fluctuations re-
ported between 2003 and 2007 (U.S. Department of Labor,
2008). These findings suggest that civic engagement is holding
steady in the U.S., thereby casting some doubt on the "bowling
alone" thesis of Putnam (1995a, 2000). Increasing the overall
participation in civic engagement much beyond 25 percent of
the adult prime working age population nonetheless remains
a challenge, one which the Obama administration is taking
up by making public service a part of its agenda (The White
House, 2009). The increase in unemployment, up to 8.1% in
February 2009 from 4.8% a year earlier (U.S. Department of
Labor, 2009), resulting from the financial crisis of 2008 and
2009 may also contribute to higher levels of participation in
civic engagement. Increases in the numbers of people seeking
to volunteer have already been reported (Bosman, 2009).
Findings in regard to the effects of family characteristics
and public program participation on civic engagement are
mixed, but they do suggest what might be done to increase
the overall civic engagement participation rate among prime
working age adults. Of the two measures of family charac-
teristics, presence of children increases the likelihood only of
non-activist voluntary civic engagement vis-A-vis civic disen-
gagement when accounting for a variety of other factors, while
marital status has no effect. This finding corroborates previous
research. It suggests that the presence of children under the age
of 18 provides parents, regardless of marital status, with more
opportunities to volunteer in all likelihood in school- and/
or sports-related activities (Hodgkinson, 1995, as reported in
Musick, Wilson, & Bynum, 2000; Smith, 1994). This finding
holds and is consistent with the finding in this and other studies
showing (e.g., Uslaner, 2002) that women are more likely to be
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non-activists volunteers than men. To the extent that the average
age of having a first child continues to increase or that younger
parents have additional children (Martin, et al., 2007; Mathews
& Hamilton, 2002; National Center for Health Statistics, 2003),
this finding suggests that prime-age working adults, especially
women, will be in a position to be more involved in civic ac-
tivities by virtue of their children. Knowing this, public and
private schools for example, might consider ways of enabling
such parents to volunteer, keeping in mind work-family obli-
gations in general. These findings about the presence of chil-
dren and about women, however, present challenges to find
ways or identify mechanisms that increase civic engagement
among childless working age adults in general and of men in
particular, as well as of Hispanics and non-Hispanic blacks.
Table 1. Civic Engagement Status by Study Sample Characteristics
Civic Engagement Status (%)
Non-
Sample Characteristics Activist VAlcuteer Neither
N-83 Vlnteer0 N=3393 Chi-squareN=1130
Family characteristics in 2006
Marital status 85.48***
Married 01.9 28.5 69.6
Never Married 01.4 14.4 84.2
Separated/widowed/divorced 01.8 17.4 80.9
Children in household 66.83***
No 01.7 17.2 81.1
Yes 01.9 28.2 70.0
Program participation - ever
Hidden
Earned Income Tax Credit 49.67***
No 01.9 26.9 71.2
Yes 01.4 16.4 82.1
Mortgage Deduction (home ownership) 82.03***
No 01.1 12.3 86.5
Yes 01.9 27.1 71.0
Visible
Food Stamps 01.20***
No 01.9 29.5 68.6
Yes 01.6 15.0 83.4
Medicaid 01.20***
No 01.8 29.4 68.9
Yes 01.9 14.6 83.6
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Table 1. Civic Engagement Status by Study Sample Characteristics
(%) (continued)
Civic Engagement Status (%)
Non-
Sample Characteristics Activist Activist Neither
N=83 Volunteer N=3393 Chi-squareN=1130
Background/Control measures
Family characteristics in 1979
Parents education
Less than high school
High school graduate
Some college
College graduate
Intact family at age 14
No
Yes
Socioeconomic status
Poor
Near Poor
Affluent
Respondent characteristics in 2006
Age - 45 years of age
No
Yes
Ethnicity/race
Black non-Hispanic
Hispanic
White non-Hispanic
Region of residence
Northeast
North Central
South
West
Sex
Female
Male
Socioeconomic status
Poor
Near Poor
Affluent
Work effort
Full-time
Part-time
None
Urban
No
Yes
01.4
01.3
03.4
03.3
01.7
01.8
01.7
01.8
01.8
01.5
02.0
02.2
01.3
01.8
00.7
01.9
02.1
01.9
16.8
26.1
31.7
44.8
19.6
26.7
17.7
19.7
30.6
25.8
23.9
16.8
17.1
30.6
26.2
29.6
21.2
23.6
02.1 26.7
01.4 22.0
01.8
01.3
01.9
01.7
02.4
01.7
01.9
018
12.6
14.0
28.4
25.6
21.1
22.6
24.2
24.7
***p<. 001
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02.30***
26.90***
88.53***
ns
1.18***
33.99***
18.70***
1.12***
ns
ns
81.7
72.6
64.9
51.9
78.7
71.5
80.6
78.5
67.6
72.7
74.2
81.0
81.6
67.6
73.0
68.5
76.7
74.5
71.1
76.6
85.6
84.8
69.7
72.7
76.4
75.7
74.0
73.5
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Table 2. IMhiiuuin ial Statistics
Civic Engagement Status
Sample Activists Non-Activist VolunteersCharacteristics
Odds SE CI Odds SE CI
Family characteristics in 2006
Marital status
Never Married 00.762 0.435 0.325-1.788 0.921 .148 0.689-1.230
Separated/ 00.866 0.319 0.463-1.618 0.855 .110 0.689-1.060
ii-e.voce~
C h urneinioueV o 01.062 0.253 0.647-1.743 1.653*** .086 1.396-1.958
Program participation - ever
Hidden
Earned Income Tax 00.735 0.348 0.371-1.454 1.061 .116 0.846-1.331Credit (yes)
Mortgage Deduction 01.600 0.402 0.728-3.519 1.332* .134 1.025-1.732(yes)
Visible
Food Stamps (yes) 00.817 0.322 0.434-1.535 0.828 .109 0.669-1.025
Medicaid (yes) 01.469 0.314 0.794-2.718 0.779* .113 0.624-0.972
Background/Control measures
Family characteristics in 1979
Parents' education
High school 00.994 0.306 0.545-1.811 1.251* .092 1.045-1.497graduate
ome college 02.585** 0.356 1.285-5.198 1.436** .134 1.104-1.868
College graduate 02.861** 0.357 1.422-5.756 1.882*** .123 1.479-2.396
Intact family at age 14 01.045 0.266 0.620-1.761 1.004 .089 0.844-1.195(yes)
Socioeconomic status
Poor 01.289 0.342 0.659-2.521 1.145 .114 0.915-1.432
Near Poor 01.187 0.289 0.674-2.091 0.910 .095 0.756-1.097
Respondent characteristics in 2006
Age < 45 years of 01.231 0.248 0.758-1.999 0.881 .077 0.758-1.024
E lucation
High school 06.768 1.028 0.902-50.756 1.499* .191 1.031-2.179
graduate
Some college 08.201* 1.043 1.061-63.366 2.354*** .197 1.599-3.465
College graduate 10.189* 1.056 1.285-80.766 3.242*** .203 2.177-4.829
Ethnicity/race
Black non-Hispanic 01.401 0.305 0.770-2.547 0.718** .109 0.581-0.889
Hispanic 00.923 0.381 0.437-1.948 0.725** .121 0.572-0.919
Region of residence
Northeast 00.402 0.490 0.154-1.050 1.168 .114 0.933-1.462
North Central 01.069 0.286 0.610-1.873 1.309** .096 1.085-1.579
West 01.134 0.311 0.616-2.085 1.116 .107 0.905-1.376
Sex (female) 01.654* 0.245 1.023-2.675 1.357*** .077 1.166-1.580
Socioeconomic status
Poor 01.240 0.451 0.513-3.000 0.712* .169 0.511-0.992
Near Poor 00.752 0.426 0.326-1.735 0.689** .141 0.522-0.908
Work effort
Part-time 01.377 0.301 0.763-2.485 0.992 .113 0.796-1.237
None 01.017 0.371 0.492-2.102 1.425** .121 1.125-1.806
Urban (yes) 00.923 0.248 0.567-1.502 1.026 .082 0.874-1.205
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Table 2. Multinomial Statistics (continued)
Civic Engagement Status
haracteristics Activists Non-Activist Volunteers
Odds SE CI Odds SE CI
Respondent characteristics in 2006
Age - 45 years of age 01.231 0.248 0.758-1.999 0.881 .077 0.758-1.024(yes)
Education
High school 06.768 1.028 0.902- 1.499* .191 1.031-2.179graduate 50.756
Some college 08.201* 1.043 6 6 2.354*** .197 1.599-3.46563.366
College graduate 10.189* 1.056 102876 3.242*** .203 2.177-4.829
Ethnicity/race
Black non-Hispanic 01.401 0.305 0.770-2.547 0.718** .109 0.581-0.889
Hispanic 00.923 0.381 0.437-1.948 0.725** .121 0.572-0.919
Region of residence
Northeast 00.402 0.490 0.154-1.050 1.168 .114 0.933-1.462
North Central 01.069 0.286 0.610-1.873 1.309** .096 1.085-1.579
West 01.134 0.311 0.616-2.085 1.116 .107 0.905-1.376
Sex (female) 01.654* 0.245 1.023-2.675 1.357*** .077 1.166-1.580
Socioeconomic status
Poor 01.240 0.451 0.513-3.000 0.712* .169 0.511-0.992
Near Poor 00.752 0.426 0.326-1.735 0.689** .141 0.522-0.908
Work effort
Part-time 01.377 0.301 0.763-2.485 0.992 .113 0.796-1.237
None 01.017 0.371 0.492-2.102 1.425** .121 1.125-1.806
Urban (yes) 00.923 0.248 0.567-1.502 1.026 .082 0.874-1.205
-2 Log Likelihood X2 =5 6 8 .19 , p<.001
Nagelkerke R2  0.16
Note: Reference categories were Neither Activists nor Non-Activist Volunteers
for Civic Engagement Status, Less than High School for Parents'/Respondents'
Education, Affluent for Socioeconomic Status in 1979 and in 2006, Married for
Marital Status in 2006, White for Ethnicity/Race, South for Region of Residence, and
Full Time for Work Effort.
***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05
Findings in regard to the effects of family characteristics and
public program participation on civic engagement are mixed,
but they do suggest what might be done to increase the overall
civic engagement participation rate among prime working age
adults. Of the two measures of family characteristics, presence
of children increases the likelihood only of non-activist volun-
tary civic engagement vis-h-vis civic disengagement when ac-
counting for a variety of other factors, while marital status has
no effect. This finding corroborates previous research. It sug-
gests that the presence of children under the age of 18 provides
parents, regardless of marital status, with more opportunities
to volunteer in all likelihood in school- and/or sports-related
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activities (Hodgkinson, 1995, as reported in Musick, Wilson, &
Bynum, 2000; Smith, 1994). This finding holds and is consis-
tent with the finding in this and other studies showing (e.g.,
Uslaner, 2002) that women are more likely to be non-activ-
ists volunteers than men. To the extent that the average age
of having a first child continues to increase or that younger
parents have additional children (Martin, et al., 2007; Mathews
& Hamilton, 2002; National Center for Health Statistics, 2003),
this finding suggests that prime-age working adults, especial-
ly women, will be in a position to be more involved in civic
activities by virtue of their children. Knowing this, public and
private schools for example, might consider ways of enabling
such parents to volunteer, keeping in mind work-family obli-
gations in general. These findings about the presence of chil-
dren and about women, however, present challenges to find
ways or identify mechanisms that increase civic engagement
among childless working age adults in general and of men in
particular, as well as of Hispanics and non-Hispanic blacks.
In regard to public policy effects theory, findings of this
study challenge prior research showing that participation in
means-tested welfare programs dampened civic engagement,
especially when aimed at changing social conditions or, by ex-
tension, achieving social justice (Mead, 1986; Piven & Cloward,
1971; Soss, 1999). Means-tested Food Stamps, Medicaid, or
EITC program participants are as likely as non-participants to
devote time to activities aimed at changing social conditions
when controlling for a variety of other factors. Likewise partic-
ipation in mortgage tax deductions as indicated in this study
by home ownership has no effect on the likelihood of activist
civic engagement. It should be noted, however, that the overall
level of participation in activities aimed at changing social con-
ditions is relatively low in the study sample and the statisti-
cally non-significant findings may be due to the small size of
this subset of volunteers.
The level of public program participation is much higher
for non-activist voluntary civic engagement than for activist
civic engagement, and its effects are more pronounced. Study
findings about home ownership in part challenge Mettler
(2002, 2007) whose research suggests that participation in less
visible (tax expenditure) public programs might decrease civic
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engagement by failing to convey to citizens a sense of public
life and common bonds to one another as citizens. Results of
this study, at least in regard to mortgage tax deductions as
measured by homeownership, suggest otherwise. Findings
provide indirect evidence that broad-based non-means-tested
social provisioning, even if less visible and administered
through the tax code, does convey to citizens a sense of public
life and common bonds to one another as citizens.
Findings of the study in regard to EITC participation are
mixed in regard to Mettler's (2002, 2007) speculation that less
visible forms of social welfare might reduce the means of con-
veying to citizens a sense of public life and common bonds to
one another as citizens. Zero-order correlation results indicate
that EITC participants are less likely to be non-activist volun-
teers, giving some support to Mettler, but this effect disappears
in the multinomial analysis controlling for background and so-
ciodemographic factors.
Given the inference of support of government "generos-
ity" in the present study, research that examines more directly
than was the case here how EITC and Medicaid participants
view the role of government social provisioning in general is
warranted. In addition, as Mettler (2002, 2007) suggests, other
government programs should be examined for their effects
on civic engagement, such as Supplemental Security Income
(SSI), housing and school vouchers, State Children's Health
Insurance Program (S-CHIP), Medicare, and the like. Given
limitations of the present study due to reliance on one National
Longitudinal Surveys cohort, related studies that rely on more
representative samples of the entire adult population of the
U.S. are also warranted.
In conclusion, findings of the study suggest two vectors
policy makers and others interested in increasing civic engage-
ment can pursue. One is to take advantage of demographic
changes in regard to the increasing age at which mothers are
having their first child. They can do this by creating ways of
engaging these parents who are more likely than not to be
involved in their children's lives in formal activities of civic
engagement by extending their reach to at-risk individuals
and families (e.g., see Paris, et al., 2007). Keeping in mind how
parents are likely to balance work-family obligations, schools,
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churches, and family service agencies are in a good position
to develop and sustain voluntary programs that engage these
parents.
The second vector involves public program participants.
As Mindez-Negrete, Saldafia, and Vega (2006) and Paris, et al.
(2007) show, family and other social service agencies are in a
good position to develop volunteer programs that go beyond
the efforts of board members. Such agencies can also tap into the
energies of their clients and others in the community who may
also be beneficiaries of government "beneficence," whether it
takes hidden or visible forms. In regard to hidden programs
that go through the tax structure, for example, a natural pool of
such volunteers would be low-income earners who are EITC
participants or EITC-eligible persons who might benefit from
such participation. Professionals working with low-income
families or agencies located in working class neighborhoods
can raise the visibility of the EITC in part by assessing whether
their clients or those eligible in the neighborhood are benefit-
ing from the program and if not, encouraging them to do so
and/or linking them up with appropriate financial counsel-
ing or tax consulting services that would assist them to do so.
In regard to more visible program participants, private-sector
social service agencies and public employees working for
example in Medicaid or Food Stamp offices might co-sponsor
voluntary activities and thereby create a culture to offset the
negative perceptions the public has about such means-tested
programs.
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